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Background:  
In his 1977 essay “The Economics of Linguistic Exchanges,” French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu examines the “linguistic market,” or the sphere in which language, functioning 
as its own form of wealth, ebbs and flows in a sea of exchanges (Bordieu, 1977). 
Globalization and modern technology has made the world seem remarkably smaller; as 
business and commerce become increasingly dependent on foreign relations, language 
acquisition tops the charts on many countries’ to-do lists. As a result, English and other 
world languages have become valuable tools for economic growth. With these trends in 
mind, this research aims to trace Thai attitudes of English as well as the historical events 
that contribute to those perceptions. The present project represents a sociopolitical and 
historical survey of the role of English as a cultural commodity in this “linguistic 
exchange.”  
 
Primary research question:  
1. What are the typical Thai attitudes toward learning English given the power and 
politics of languages in Thailand?  
 
Additional research questions:  
2. Do these attitudes vary by geographic location/socioeconomic status? 
3. What is the historical background of English Language acquisition in Thailand?  
4. What are some contemporary issues that Thailand faces in implementing English into 
its curriculum as a compulsory subject? 
 
Methods:  
This qualitative literature exploration is largely founded in the paradigm of recursive 
questioning; the deeper I dig into my sources, the more I began to understand underlying 
paradoxes within the realm of international English acquisition. My research is rooted in 
the grounded theory, which John Creswell defines as to “move beyond the description 
and generate or discover” (Creswell, 2007). Grounded theory is qualitative work 
following a recursive pattern of research, emergent findings, and revision. I have 
followed the procedures of grounded theory by committing to a cycle of forming 
questions, conducting research in the literature, coming to nascent understandings, and 
revising my questions once again to reflect what I’ve learned.  
 
Findings:  
• Language acquisition is increasingly valued in today’s globalized market; English 
in particular is perceived as a tool for economic growth (Bordieu, 1977). 
• The transition from the Thai language to English is complex; Thai is a tonal 
descendent of the Tai-Kadai language family, and English is a non-tonal member 
of the Germanic language family (Thompson, 2013). Innate differences in syntax, 
word order, and alphabet further complicate a Thai student’s acquisition of 
English (Anyan, 2006). 
• Five central factors contribute to English readability difficulty for Thai students: 
negatives, passive voice, embedding, deletion, and nominalization.  
• English was first introduced into Thai curriculum in 1921, but later decreased in 
response to the 1997 financial crisis, which prompted the Thai government to 
reevaluate their stance on globalization. 
• Thailand faces a paradoxical cultural conflict of wanting to reconcile their efforts 
to globalize with the preservation of their native language and culture 
(Wiriyachitra, 2002). 
• English education in Thailand is not equitably distributed among communities; 
rural towns in Thailand receive less English education because there is less 
economic incentive to do so (Draper, 2012). 
• There are currently inadequate pedagogical methods in English education due to 
overloaded classrooms, insufficient funds, rote learning techniques, and poorly 
trained teachers (Baker, 2012). 
 
Discussion and Conclusions:  
• Most researchers are aligned in the view that “English is perceived as an essential 
lingua franca which links Thailand culturally, intellectually and commercially” 
with the rest of the world (Baker, 2012). 
• At the same time, some government officials perceive widespread English 
acquisition as a threat to native Thai values (Chamcharatsri, 2010).  
• English acquisition is not without its consequences; as many benefits as there are 
to Bordieu’s “linguistic market”, these benefits do not come without a cost. 
 
I will present these findings, among others, and articulate questions for my continued 
work in exploring global, national, and local trends in education. In light of these 
findings, I urge educators and global leaders to consider the social and political 
implications of language acquisition in an effort to sustain cultural literacy and an 
informed understanding of student diversity.    
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